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Introduction 
Neglected and underutilized small livestock species such as domestic cavy (also known as ‘cuy’, 
‘cobaye’ or ‘guinea pig’) (Cavia porcellus L.) can play a vital role in better nutrition, poverty 
reduction and income generation, especially for women and youth. Cavy is indigenous in South 
America where it has been domesticated (Spotorno et al. 2006). This small animal was introduced 
to sub-Sahara Africa (SSA) long ago, where it has an extensive distribution from Senegal in the 
West to Tanzania in the East. The remarkable adoption by smallholder farmers and peri-urban 
dwellers of a simple, apparently suitable food source has not received much international 
attention (Bacigale et al. 2014; Maass et al. 2014; Niba et al. 2012) and cavies are not even 
included in any African national livestock census except in Tanzania (NBS 2012).  
 
Cavy Culture in Sub-Sahara Africa and South America  
In SSA-countries, animals mostly roam freely in the kitchen or house and are kept in a way 
comparable to the traditional one in South America (Chauca et al. 1995; Morales 1994). In SSA, 
cavies are a source of meat, a flexible source of cash income – particularly used for schooling 
expenses – and an appreciated source of manure (Maass et al. 2014; Matthiesen et al. 2011; 
Meutchieye et al. 2015; Yiva et al. 2014). In many SSA-countries (e.g., Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, 
DR Congo and Tanzania), predominantly women and/or teenage boys engage as cavy keepers 
and sellers in local markets (Fon et al. 2014; Kouakou et al. 2011; Maass et al. 2014; Meutchieye 
et al. 2015). Cavies are also promoted as an alternative to the consumption of bushmeat so as to 
conserve wildlife in forest zones (Niba et al. 2012) and they have been included in humanitarian 
‘starter kits’ for displaced people in conflict areas (Maass et al. 2014).  
In South America, ‘cuyes’ have a very long tradition in Quechua regions of the Andean 
countries, especially in Peru (Morales 1994) and Ecuador (Archetti 1997). Improvement 
programs of cuyes over the past 60 years in Peru (Table 1) have yielded earlier maturing, heavier 
breeds (FUDECI 2000). Several breeds were released in the recent past: ‘Perú’ in 2004, ‘Andina’ 
in 2005, ‘Inti’ in 2013 and ‘Sintética’ in 2016 in Peru. Further, improved husbandry and 
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optimized feeding have enhanced cuy production (FUDECI 2000). Increased production, along 
with market-improving measures and general economic development in South America (Table 1), 
has led to increased consumption.  
Today, cuyes are also consumed in 
non-traditional areas of Bolivia and Peru. 
Cuy products are exported at small scale 
from Ecuador and Peru to the USA and 
other countries for a market derived from 
South American immigration. A ‘cuy 
boom’ is currently underway in Peru 
with many more restaurants offering 
cuyes on their regular menu, some being 
specialized cuy outlets. Cuyes have also 
entered the Peruvian gourmet cuisine of 
renowned chefs such as Gastón Acurio 
and Virgilio Martínez (El Comercio 
2010, 2014). Despite their wider use, 
cuyes remain associated with magic 
powers such as cuy soup being suggested 
to help cancer patients.  
In most African countries, however, 
formal knowledge about optimal cavy 
husbandry is restricted. Production 
systems are simple and animal mortality 
is high, which, in part, is a consequence of inbreeding due to poor reproduction management. 
High inbreeding levels have been established in cavy populations from Côte d’Ivoire (Kouakou et 
al. 2015) and Cameroon (Poutounyinyi et al. 2015; Wikondi et al. 2015) through the application 
of molecular markers. Where cavies are used for food in SSA, their potential is not being 
adequately realized because of a range of production constraints, and its high nutritional value is 
not being recognized by national agencies and communities because of a range of policy and 
cultural perceptions. This must change.  
 
Towards South-South Cooperation  
A project titled Domestic Cavy: Improving husbandry and forage for alternative and rapid 
access to food and income for women and children in Cameroon and the eastern Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) was carried out in partnership between the Biosciences eastern and 
central Africa Hub and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
(BecA/ILRI Hub–CSIRO) between 2011 and 2015. It showed that there is potential for livelihood 
improvement among smallholders through cavy-rearing and, as a consequence, researchers, 
development agents, practitioners and donors from sub-Sahara Africa, South America, Europe 
and Australia came together in the International Cavy Symposium in Yaoundé, Cameroon, in July 
2016 to further identify opportunities for advancing cavy culture through South-South 
cooperation. While aiming to understand the multiple roles that cavies can have in enhancing 
livelihoods, paramount differences in cavy culture between the continents must be recognized.  
The current situations of cavy culture in South America and that in sub-Sahara Africa are very 
different. Research in South America has enhanced the knowledge on cavy rearing over the past 
decades and several improved cavy breeds released in South American countries are available for 
use in enterprises. There are now many ‘local champions’ who apply best practice in cavy 
rearing, breeding and marketing to satisfy the demand for cavy meat and run profitable 
enterprises. As a traditional and cultural meat, cavy has high societal acceptance and even some 
export opportunities from South America. This Andean experience provides a wealth of 
Table 1  History of improving cuy production in Peru; modified 
from compilation by C. Barrantes-Bravo (2016, unpublished)  
Period  Changes and advancements  
1963 – 1969 • Beginning technification of cuy husbandry  
1970 – 1980 • Consolidation of first supporting institutions  
 
• First development of cuy technology  
1980 – 1990 • First private experiences of commercial 
cuy husbandry  
1990 – 2000 • Development of national cuy events  
 
• Increase of urban demand for cuyes  
 
• Beginning of some cuy exportation  
2000 – 2010 • Promotion of commercial cuy husbandry  
 
• First release of improved cuy breeds  
 
• Development of Peruvian gastronomy  
 
• Increase of local tourism  
2010 – 2016 • New challenges:  
 
- Disease prevention  
 
- Lack of forages  
 
- Value chain problems  
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opportunity for learning and technology transfer to Africa. However, the language barrier means 
that little South American knowledge has made its way into African cavy culture.  
Cavy culture is much less advanced in SSA. Cavy ownership is largely by women and youth; 
there is mainly an absence of taboos and only minor cultural boundaries for cavy production and 
consumption exist. Generally, meat is in high demand and cavies could help satisfy children’s 
nutritional requirements. These are key factors underpinning the potential of cavy R&D in Africa. 
In addition, the previous cavy project has established new knowledge and Cavy Innovation 
Platforms at local and/or national levels in Cameroon and eastern DRC (Bacigale et al. 2014). 
These functional platforms can be useful models for cavy culture in South America, where still 
large proportion of the marketed cavies (e.g. about 70% in Peru) are produced in traditional 
family systems (C. Barrantes-Bravo et al. 2016, unpublished). Hence, there is opportunity for 
South-South knowledge exchange.  
 
Figure 1  Research and development agenda for a future cavy project: Objectives and components 
 
Prospects  
A framework to advance a cavy production and consumption project in SSA was developed at the 
Yaoundé symposium (Figure 1). Such a project would need to be framed in terms of a path to 
impact, with specific objectives aiming to improve outcomes for both small-scale and semi-
commercial producers. It should result in more cavy consumption in rural communities for 
improved human health impacts. Readily assessable objectives would be: (i) improved incomes 
for rural households and communities, especially for women and youth and, generally, (ii) better 
livelihoods. Enhanced value chains in terms of reliability and quality would also be targeted; this 
would result in higher demand and supply, and also safer food as value chains become more 
complex, longer, and food safety issues become more important as demand grows. Finally, the 
project would aim to develop broader and larger markets. While research and development 
questions would be around productivity and socio-economics. The core of the project has to 
emphasize knowledge management and dissemination together with capacity strengthening. The 
purpose of the planned South-South cooperation is to speed up progress by introducing and 
adapting knowledge from South America to Africa. The diverse production realities according to 
country have to be considered by conducting socio-economic, cultural, along with technological 
research and development to offer producers an array of suitable options. 
 
Acknowledgement  
The BecA-ILRI Hub is recognized for supporting the presentation of this paper during Tropentag. 
Participants of the International Cavy Symposium in Yaoundé, Cameroon, from South American and 
sub-Sahara African countries are thanked for unreserved sharing of pertinent information.  
Tropentag 2016 
 
MAASS ET AL.   4 
References 
Archetti, E. (1997). Guinea-pigs: Food, symbol, and conflict of knowledge in Ecuador. Berg, Oxford, UK. 150 pp.  
Bacigale, S.B., Maass, B.L. & Meutchieye, F. (eds.). (2014). African Cavy Culture: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow 
– Proceedings of an International Scientific Symposium, Hotel Horizon, Bukavu, DRC, 10 December 2013. 
UEA, Bukavu, DRC; CIAT, Nairobi, Kenya and University of Dschang, Cameroon. 24 pp. URL: 
http://wikicavy.wikispaces.com/Results+symposium+Bukavu+2013 (last accessed 02.11.2016).  
Chauca de Zaldívar, L. (1995). Producción de cuyes (Cavia porcellus) en los países andinos. World Animal Review 
(FAO/AGA), 83 (2), 9-19; URL: http://www.fao.org/DOCREP/V6200T/v6200T05.htm (last accessed 
02.11.2016).  
El Comercio. 2010. El cuy entra a conquistar la cocina gourmet (18.04.2010). URL: http://www.elcomercio.com/ 
actualidad/mundo/cuy-entra-conquistar-cocina-gourmet.html (Last accessed: 02.11.2016).  
El Comercio. 2014. El éxito del cuy en los restaurantes peruanos (26.02.2014). URL: http://elcomercio.pe/economia/ 
negocios/exito-cuy-restaurantes-peruanos-noticia-1712352 (last accessed 02.11.2016).  
Fon, D.E., Meutchieye, F., Niba, A.T., Manjeli, Y. & Djikeng, A. (2014). A gender perspective of cavy farmers’ 
livelihood analysis for the western highlands of Cameroon. Global Journal of Biology, Agriculture & Health 
Sciences, 3 (2), 113-121.  
FUDECI (Fundación para el Desarrollo de las Ciencias Físicas, Matemáticas y Naturales). (2000). Memorias del V 
Curso y V Congreso Latinoamericano de Cuyicultura y Mesa Redonda sobre Cuyicultura Periurbana, 11-14 Oct 
1999, Puerto Ayacucho, Venezuela. URL: www.fudeci.org.ve/adds/congreso.pdf (last accessed 01.11.2016).  
Kouakou, N’G.D.V., Speybroeck, N., Assidjo, E.N., Grongnet, J.-F. and Thys, E. (2011). Typifying guinea pig 
(Cavia porcellus) farmers in urban and peri-urban areas in central and southern Côte d’Ivoire. Outlook on 
Agriculture, 40 (4), 323-328.  
Kouakou, P.K., Skilton, R., Djikeng, A., Fantodji, A., Gourene, B. & Aoussi, S.C. (2015). Genetic diversity and 
population structure of Cavy (Cavia porcellus L) in three agro ecological zones of Côte d'Ivoire. International 
Journal of Agronomy and Agricultural Research, 6 (3), 27-35.  
Maass, B.L., Metre, T.K., Tsongo, F., Mugisho, A.B., Kampemba, F.M., Ayagirwe, R.B.B., Azine, P.C., Bindelle, J. 
& Chiuri, W.L. (2014). From taboo to commodity: History and current situation of cavy culture in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. Livestock Research for Rural Development, 26(8), Article #151; URL: 
http://www.lrrd.org/lrrd26/8/maas26151.html (last accessed 02.11.2016).  
Matthiesen, T., Nyamete, F., Msuya, J.M. & Maass, B.L. (2011). Importance of guinea pig husbandry for the 
livelihood of rural people in Tanzania – a case study in Iringa Region. Presented at “Development at the Margin”, 
Tropentag, 5-7 Oct. 2011, University of Bonn, Germany. Book of Abstracts, p. 342. URL: 
http://www.tropentag.de/2011/abstracts/links/Matthiesen_llDdf2DY.pdf  (last accessed 02.11.2016).  
Meutchieye, F., Ayagirwe, R.B.B., Wikondi, J., Poutounyinyi, M.Y., Niba, A.T., Mvogo, I.G.N., Yiva, H.C., 
Manjeli, Y. & Djikeng, A. (2015). Production systems, diversity and richness of cavy culture in Cameroon. 
Bulletin of Animal Health and Production in Africa—Bulletin des Santé et Production Animales en Afrique, 
Special Edition December 2015, pp. 261-266.  
Morales, E. (1994). The guinea pig in the Andean economy: From household animal to market commodity. Latin 
American Research Review, 29 (3), 129-142.  
NBS (National Bureau of Statistics). (2012). Livestock Sector – National Report – Census of Agriculture 2007/2008. 
National Sample Census of Agriculture – Small Holder Agriculture. Vol. III: Livestock Sector – National Report. 
The Government of The United Republic of Tanzania, Dar es Salaam.  
URL: http://www.nbs.go.tz/nbstz/index.php/english/statistics-by-subject/agriculture-statistics/261-livestock-
sector-national-report-census-of-agriculture-2007-2008 (last accessed 02.11.2016).  
Niba, A.T., Meutchieye, F., Fon, D., Laisin, A.G., Taboh, H., Njakoi, H., Bela Tomo, A., Maass, B.L., Djikeng, A. & 
Manjeli, Y. (2012). Current situation of cavy production in Cameroon: Challenges and opportunities. Livestock 
Research for Rural Development, 24(11), Article # 194; URL: http://www.lrrd.org/lrrd24/11/niba24194.htm (last 
accessed 02.11.2016).  
Spotorno, A.E., Marín, J.C., Manríquez, G., Valladares, J.P., Rico, E. & Rivas, C. (2006). Ancient and modern steps 
during domestication of guinea pigs (Cavia porcellus L.). Journal of Zoology, 270, 57-62.  
Poutounyinyi, M.Y., Meutchieye, F., Ayagirwe, R.B.B. & Manjeli, Y. (2015). Caractérisation biomoléculaire et 
structure de la population des cobayes de la zone agro-écologique à pluviométrie bimodale du Cameroun. 
Bulletin of Animal Health and Production in Africa—Bulletin des Santé et Production Animales en Afrique, 
Special Edition December 2015, pp. 321-336.  
Wikondi, J., Meutchieye, F., Ayagirwe, R.B.B., Poutounyinyi, M.Y. & Manjeli, Y. (2015). Diversité génétique des 
populations des cobayes (Cavia porcellus) de la zone agro-écologique des hautes terres de l’Ouest-Cameroun. 
Bulletin of Animal Health and Production in Africa—Bulletin des Santé et Production Animales en Afrique, 
Special Edition December 2015, pp. 343-352.  
Yiva, C.H., Fon, D.E., Meutchieye, F., Niba, A.T., Manjeli, Y. & Djikeng, A. (2014). Cavies for income generation, 
manure for the farm and meat for the table. Scholarly Journal of Agricultural Science, 4 (5), 260-264.  
